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Glossary

For further definition and discussion of terms, see Vernon K. robbins, 
Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical Interpretation 
(Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996), and The Tapestry of 
Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and Ideology (london: rout-
ledge, 1996). online, see Mark roncace, david charnon, and tamara 
Yates, “dictionary of socio-rhetorical terms,” Vernon K. robbins’s profes-
sional webpage, http://tinyurl.com/sBl7103i.

Apocalyptic Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian 
rhetorolects, alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is a 
localization of Mediterranean visual mantic (divine communication) dis-
course. apocalyptic rhetorolect blends human experiences of the emperor 
and his imperial army (Firstspace) with God’s heavenly temple city (Sec-
ondspace), which can only be occupied by holy, undefiled people. in the 
space of blending, God functions like a heavenly emperor who gives com-
mands to emissaries to destroy all evil in the universe and create a cosmic 
environment where holy bodies experience perfect well-being in the pres-
ence of God. a primary goal of the blending is to call people into action and 
thought guided by perfect holiness (Thirdspace). apocalyptic redemption, 
therefore, means the presence of all of God’s holy beings in a realm where 
God’s holiness and righteousness are completely and eternally present.

Argumentative Texture: The reasoning that occurs inside a text. rhetori-
cal argument may be logical, asserting or prompting syllogistic reason-
ing, or qualitative, where the sequence of images, descriptions, and values 
encourages the reader to accept the portrayal as true and real. argumen-
tation moves people to thought, belief, understanding, and action. see 
rhetology and inner texture.
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xvi GlossarY

Blending, Conceptual: a process of conceptual mapping and integration 
through which humans develop an emergent structure in their minds 
related to creative products of thinking. The formation of new and emer-
gent cognitive structures occur when topoi from particular and clear input 
frames (or mental spaces) are brought together and elicit understandings 
of new concepts and conditions. presupposing that people think by inte-
grating individual items and vital relations through cross-mapping from 
different domains of thought, cognitive scientists who work with this 
theory begin with a presupposition that a mental space is a small con-
ceptual packet assembled for purposes of thought and action (Gilles Fau-
connier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and 
the Mind’s Hidden Complexities [new York: Basic Books, 2002]). Through 
analysis and interpretation of inputs into mental spaces, cognitive scien-
tists reach a conclusion that a conceptual integration network connects an 
array of mental spaces in the mind. From their perspective, a conceptual 
integration network contains one or more blended or integrated mental 
spaces. one of the special emphases is that the blended or integrated 
spaces develop emergent structure that is not available from the inputs 
that go into the blended, integrated space.

Critical Spatiality Theory (CST): a special form of cultural geography 
studies that guides sociorhetorical interpreters as they study the relation of 
the geophysical places people experience (Firstspace) to the mental spaces 
humans create and manipulate in their minds (Secondspace) to under-
stand and give order to their experiences throughout life (Thirdspace). The 
work of edward soja on Firstspace, Secondspace, and Thirdspace is cur-
rently of particular importance for SRI in relation to conceptual blending 
and integration (Jon l. Berquist and claudia V. camp, eds., Constructions 
of Space I: Theory, Geography, and Narrative, lhBots 481 [new York: 
t&t clark, 2007]).

Eisegesis: see exegesis.

Enthymeme, Enthymematic-Argumentative Structure: argumentation 
from sure assumptions of social and cultural reasoning, which are prob-
able assumptions considered to be likelihoods. SRI regularly displays the 
inductive-deductive-abductive structure of enthymematic argumentation 
by identifying rule, case, result, rather than Major premise, Minor prem-
ise, conclusion characteristic of the syllogism in formal logic.SBL P
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 GlossarY xvii

Exegesis: The term regularly used for “higher critical” interpretation that 
keeps its focus on “leading” [-egesis] ideas “out of ” [ex] a text that are in 
the text itself, rather than on reading one’s own ideas “into” [eis] a text 
(eisegesis).

Firstspace: a concept within critical spatiality theory (CST) in which 
experienced spaces, locations, and situations are primary spaces in which 
people develop and perpetuate special pictures and memories in their 
minds. see Secondspace; Thirdspace.

Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM): a complex structured whole, a gestalt 
(see rhetorolect), which uses four kinds of structuring principles: (1) prop-
ositional structure, in SRI called enthymematic-argumentative structure 
(see rhetology); (2) image-schematic structure, in sri called descriptive-
narrative structure (see rhetography); (3) metaphoric mappings; and (4) 
metonymic mappings (George lakoff, Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things: 
What Categories Reveal about the Mind [chicago: university of chicago 
press, 1987]).

Ideological Texture: how people consciously or unconsciously conceive 
of the spatial and mental worlds in which they live. it involves beliefs, 
values, assumptions, philosophies, points of view, expectations, notions of 
right and wrong, behaviors, justifications of positions whether well-argued 
or not, doctrines, systems, politics, and power structures that affect people 
and things in the cultures in which they live. The particular alliances and 
conflicts nurtured and evoked by the language of a text, the language of 
interpretations of a text, and the way a text itself and interpreters of the 
text position themselves in relation to other individuals and groups.

Inner Texture: The various ways a text employs language to communicate. 
This includes linguistic patterns, voices, movements, argumentations, and 
structural elements of a text, the specific ways it persuades its audiences, 
and the ways its language evokes feelings, emotions, or senses that are 
located in various parts of the body. types of inner texture may be identi-
fied as repetitive and progressive textures, narrational and opening-middle-
closing textures, and argumentative and sensory-aesthetic textures.

Integration, Conceptual: see blending, conceptual.SBL P
res
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xviii GlossarY

Interpretive Analytics: an approach to texts as discourse, in which dis-
course is part of a larger field of power and practice whose relations are 
articulated in different ways by different paradigms. The rigorous estab-
lishment of the relations of power and practice is the analytic dimension. 
The courageous writing of a story of the emergence of these relations is the 
interpretive dimension.

Intertexture: a text’s representation of, reference to, and use of phenom-
ena in the world outside the text being interpreted. This world includes 
other texts (oral-scribal intertexture); other cultures (cultural intertex-
ture); social roles, institutions, codes, and relationships (social intertex-
ture); and historical events or places (historical intertexture).

Invention: The process of drawing on topical, figurative (rhetography), and 
argumentative resources (rhetology) in order to generate creative speech, 
action, and thought in specific settings and for particular purposes. see 
also blending, conceptual.

Mantic Discourse: a form of speech, thought, and belief focused on divine 
communication to humans. in the Mediterranean world, mantic discourse 
featured oracles, spoken and interpreted by mediums, and visions told to 
people for the purpose of communicating divine messages that regularly 
required interpretation because their contents could be understood in dif-
ferent ways with different results. see apocalyptic rhetorolect; prophetic 
rhetorolect.

Metaphor, Metaphoric Mapping: The transporting of aspects of one con-
ceptual domain to another conceptual domain. Many cognitive scientists 
now think human cognition at its foundations is metaphorical, namely, 
through cross-mapping between conceptual domains humans create lan-
guage, establish complex social structures and relationships, initiate and 
perpetuate cultural frames of understanding, and participate ideologically 
in life.

Metonym, Metonymic Mapping: using one well-understood or easy-to-
perceive aspect of something to stand either for the thing as a whole or 
for some other aspect or part of it. an example could be to say, “We need 
a faster glove on third base,” when the person means they need a person 
who can more quickly catch a baseball that has been hit and throw the ball SBL P
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 GlossarY xix

to first base to put the batter out. in the study of first-century christian-
ity, a writer may use the term “resurrection” to refer to an entire system 
of apocalyptic thinking whereby God raises people from death to life as a 
way of transporting them from “this age,” which is dominated by evil and 
wickedness, into “the coming age,” which will be governed by God’s good-
ness, righteousness, and holiness.

Miracle Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian rhetorolects, 
alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is a localization 
of Mediterranean healing ritual discourse. First-century christian miracle 
rhetorolect has a primary focus on human bodies afflicted with paralysis, 
malfunction, or disease. in this context, a malfunctioning body becomes 
a site of social geography. Miracle belief features a bodily agent of God’s 
power who renews and restores life, producing forms of new creation that 
oppose powers of affliction, disruption, and death. The location of impor-
tance for early christian miracle belief, therefore, is a space of relation 
between an afflicted body and a bodily agent of God’s power (Firstspace). 
in this belief system, social, cultural, political, or religious places on earth 
are simply places where bodies may be. a bodily agent of God’s power, 
wherever it may be, is a location where God can function as a miraculous 
renewer of life (Secondspace). a major goal of miracle belief is to effect 
extraordinary renewal within people that moves them toward speech 
and action that produces communities that care for the well-being of one 
another (Thirdspace).

Narrational Texture: The texture of the voices (often not identified with a 
specific character) through which words in texts speak. The narrator may 
begin and continue simply with assertion that describes, asserts, or greets. 
narration may present argumentation or introduce characters who act in 
time and space, which creates storytelling or narrative. see inner texture.

Opening-Middle-Closing Texture: The basic rhetorical structure of the 
beginning, the body, and the conclusion of a section of discourse. in a text, 
it indicates where the basic, functional sections are located and how they 
operate rhetorically. opening-Middle-closing texture provides a sense of 
wholeness or completeness to a text. see inner texture.

Philosophy, Philosophical Discourse: speaking and writing that investi-
gates, teaches, and aims to guide people to live according to wisdom. two SBL P
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xx GlossarY

major streams are moral philosophy (wisdom based on the visible world) 
and speculative philosophy (belief systems based on invisible phenomena 
like primordial things, precreation).

Politics of Invitation: inviting people into conversation and debate over 
interpretation of texts and other cultural artifacts, with a presupposition 
that the people invited into the conversation will contribute significantly 
alternative insights as a result of their particular experiences, identities, 
and concerns.

Precreation Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian 
rhetorolects, alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which 
is a localization of Mediterranean speculative philosophy. precreation 
rhetorolect interprets the invisible, while wisdom rhetorolect (a localization 
of moral philosophy) interprets the visible world. precreation rhetorolect 
blends human experiences of divine emperors (like roman emperors) 
and their households, which people hear about but often do not see (First-
space) with God’s cosmos (Secondspace). a special presupposition in this 
blending is that God has an eternal, primordial status as a loving heavenly 
emperor with a household and community populated by loving people. 
The result of this blending is the presence of the loving emperor Father 
God in God’s heavenly household before all time and continually through-
out God’s nontime. God’s son existed with God during nontime before 
time began with the creation of the world. This eternal son does what his 
Father asks him to do, and heirs and friends of the eternal emperor and 
his eternal son receive eternal benefits from their relation to this eternal 
household and community. in the space of blending (Thirdspace), people 
establish relationships with the love of God the eternal heavenly emperor 
Father by believing, honoring, and worshipping not only God but also his 
eternal son. precreation belief, then, features love that is the source of all 
things in the world and the means by which people may enter into God’s 
eternal love. in this belief system, God’s light is embodied love that pro-
vides the possibility for entering into eternal love, rather than being lim-
ited to light in the form of wisdom that is the basis for the production and 
reproduction of goodness and righteousness. The goal of the blending in 
precreation belief is to guide people towards community that is formed 
through God’s love, which reflects the eternal intimacy present in God’s 
precreation household and community.SBL P
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 GlossarY xxi

Priestly Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian rhetorolects, 
alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is a localization 
of Mediterranean sacrificial and mystery ritual discourse. First-century 
christian priestly belief blends human experiences in sacrificial and mys-
tery temples (Firstspace) with a concept of God’s cosmos and temple city 
(Secondspace). in the space of blending (Thirdspace), people enact ritu-
als that are perceived to activate special benefits for humans from God. 
Things like food, possessions, and money but also things like comfort and 
honor may be given up to God in ritual actions. some of these things may 
be given to God by giving them to other people on earth or by allow-
ing other people to take things like honor or fame away without protest. 
The greatest offering people can give to God, of course, is their entire life. 
Much early christian priestly belief somehow relates to Jesus’s giving of 
his life on the cross, but other dimensions of it relate to entering into the 
mysteries of God through prayer, blessing, singing, and praise. The goal 
of the conceptual blending is to create people who are willing to engage 
in complex ritual actions to receive special divine benefits that come to 
them, because these ritual actions are perceived to benefit God as well as 
humans. in other words, ritual actions by humans create an environment 
in which God acts redemptively among humans in the world.

Progressive Texture: progressions and sequences of terms, grammar, and/
or concepts in a text. progressions indicate how the rhetoric moves ahead 
linguistically, thematically, spatially, and topically. see under inner texture.

Prophetic Rhetorolect: one of six major first-century christian 
rhetorolects, alternatively called belief systems or forms of life, which is 
a localization of Mediterranean oracular mantic (divine communication) 
discourse. First-century christian prophetic belief blends experiences in a 
“kingdom” that has political boundaries on earth (Firstspace) with God’s 
cosmos (Secondspace), with the presupposition that God transmits God’s 
will in special ways into the speech and action of prophets. The reasoning 
in the belief system presupposes that the prophet has received a divine 
message about God’s will. The prophet speaks and acts in contexts that 
envision righteous judgments and actions by kings, who should be God’s 
leaders who establish justice on the earth. as a result of the nature of 
God’s message, the prophet regularly experiences significant resistance 
and often explicit rejection and persecution. in the space of blending 
(Thirdspace), people establish various identities in relation to God as SBL P
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heavenly king over his righteous kingdom on earth. The nature of pro-
phetic belief is to confront religious and political leaders who act on the 
basis of human greed, pride, and power rather than God’s justice, righ-
teousness, and mercy for all people in God’s kingdom on the earth. The 
goal of prophetic belief is to create a governed realm on earth where God’s 
righteousness is enacted among all of God’s people in the realm with the 
aid of God’s specially transmitted word in the form of prophetic action 
and speech (Thirdspace).

Repetitive Texture: repetition of words, phrases, and topoi that help 
identify social, cultural, and ideological networks of meanings and mean-
ing effects in the rhetoric in a text. see under inner texture.

Rhetography: The progressive, sensory-aesthetic, and/or argumentative 
texture of a text (rhetology) that invites a hearer/reader to create a graphic 
image or picture in the mind that implies a certain kind of truth and/or 
reality.

Rhetology: The argumentative texture of a text, which makes assertions 
supported by reasons and rationales; clarified by opposites and contraries; 
energized by analogies, comparisons, examples (rhetography); and con-
firmed by authoritative testimony in a context either of stated conclusions 
or of progressive texture that invites a hearer/reader to infer a particular 
conclusion.

Rhetorical Force as Emergent Discourse: The emerging discourse of a 
social, cultural, ideological, and/or religious movement like early chris-
tianity as it participated in reconfigurations of belief, behavior, and com-
munity formation in the Mediterranean world.

Rhetorolects: an elision of “rhetorical dialects” that refers to emergent 
modes of discourse like those created by early christ-believers, who 
shaped and reshaped language so that they could articulate their new faith 
understandings about Jesus christ and the implications of that faith for 
life in their communities (the ekklēsia) and in Mediterranean societies. 
Modes of discourse are identifiable on the basis of distinctive configura-
tions of themes, images, topics, reasonings, and argumentations. six major 
rhetorolects are prominent in first-century christian discourse: wisdom, 
prophetic, apocalyptic, precreation, priestly, and miracle discourse.SBL P
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Ritual Discourse: speech and writing that describes performance of or 
directs people to perform a sequence of actions, usually accompanied by 
speech, considered to evoke beneficial exchange between human beings 
and divine beings or powers. see miracle rhetorolect; priestly rhetorolect.

Sacred Texture: The manner in which a text communicates insights into 
the relationship between humanity, the cosmos, and the divine. it addresses 
redemption, commitment, worship, devotion, community, ethics, holy 
living, spirituality, and spiritual formation.

Secondspace: people’s cognitive and conceptual interpretation of geo-
physical spaces as social, cultural, religious, and ideological places. in SRI, 
people’s blending of geophysical spaces with God’s cosmos is a special 
aspect of secondspace. see critical spatiality theory.

Sensory-Aesthetic Texture: The features in a text that indicate, reflect, or 
evoke things discerned through visual, oral, aural, olfactory, tactile, gusta-
tory, textual, prosaic, poetic, intellectual, and other sensory and aesthetic 
human characteristics. see inner texture.

Social and Cultural Texture: The social and cultural nature and location 
of the language used and the social and cultural world evoked and cre-
ated by a text. The configuration of language in a text evokes a particular 
view of the world (specific social topics), participates in general social and 
cultural attitudes, norms, and modes of interaction known to people at 
the time of composition of the text (common social and cultural topics), 
and establishes a relation to the dominant cultural system (final cultural 
categories), either sharing in its attitudes, values, and dispositions at some 
level (dominant and subcultural rhetoric) or rejecting these attitudes, 
values, and dispositions (counterculture, contraculture, and liminal cul-
ture rhetoric).

Sociorhetorical Interpretation (SRI): a range of heuristic analytics that 
analyzes and interprets texts using features of rhetorical, social, and cogni-
tive reasoning to help commentators learn how the texts under examina-
tion function to influence thinking and behavior. The “socio-” refers to 
the rich resources of modern social, cultural, and cognitive sciences. The 
“rhetorical” refers to the way language in a text is a means of communi-
cation among people. a major goal of sri is to nurture an environment SBL P
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of full-bodied interpretation that encourages a genuine interest in people 
who live in contexts with values, norms, and goals different from our own.

Syllogism: see enthymeme.

Texture: emerging from a metaphor of figuration as weaving, the concept 
of texture in relation to a text derives from latin texere (to weave) that 
produces an arrangement of threads in the warp and woof of a fabric. SRI 
extends the metaphor of texture to the metaphor of tapestry, approaching 
a text as a thick network of meanings and meaning effects that an inter-
preter can explore by moving through the text from different perspectives. 
This approach has led to special focus in sri on inner texture, intertexture, 
social and cultural texture, ideological texture, and sacred texture in texts.

Thirdspace: spaces, places, and situations in which people negotiate their 
daily lives in ongoing contexts of sensory-aesthetic experiences that are 
“spaces of blending.” in SRI, Thirdspace is a dynamic space in which read-
ers, interpreters, and writers negotiate possible alternative identities on a 
daily basis in relation to Firstspaces and Secondspaces. see blending, con-
ceptual; critical spatiality theory.

Topos, Topoi (pl.), Topics: a place to which one may go mentally to find 
arguments. The topics by which argumentation is made. Thus, topoi are 
landmarks in the mental geography of thought which themselves evoke 
networks of meanings in their social, cultural, or ideological use.

Wisdom Rhetorolect: discourse that interprets the visible world by blend-
ing human experiences of geophysical, social, cultural, and institutional 
human experiences with beliefs about God especially through parental 
and familial nurturing and caring modes of understanding. Wisdom is 
about doing good in the world and living faithfully, fruitfully, and ethi-
cally. its special rhetorical effect is to conceptualize the function of spaces, 
places, and people through practices characteristic of households and 
other teaching-learning environments. First-century christian wisdom 
rhetorolect blends human experiences of the household, one’s intersubjec-
tive body, and the geophysical world (Firstspace) with the cultural space of 
God’s cosmos (Secondspace). in the lived space of blending (Thirdspace), 
people establish identities in relation to God who functions as heavenly 
Father over God’s children in the world. people perceive their bodies as SBL P
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able to produce goodness and righteousness in the world through the 
medium of God’s wisdom, which is understood as God’s light in the world. 
in this context, wisdom belief emphasizes “fruitfulness” (productivity and 
reproductivity) in the realm of God’s created world.

SBL P
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introduction

Vernon K. Robbins, Robert H. von Thaden Jr., and Bart B. Bruehler

sociorhetorical interpretation (sri) is a heuristic that is properly called an 
interpretive analytic rather than a method. This means an interpreter can 
select any series of strategies to analyze and interpret rhetorical, social, 
and cognitive picturing and reasoning to help interpreters learn how a 
text prompts and influences thinking, emotion, and behavior. since it is 
not a method, it does not prescribe a series of scientific steps or formu-
lae designed to perform and produce predictable results in accord with 
a particular conceptual framework. rather, the goal is to produce a pro-
grammatic exploration guided by a particular constellation of strategies 
and interests that the interpreter selects to find phenomena that inform 
a social, rhetorical, cultural, ideological, and religious interpretation of 
texts. The approach was designed especially for analysis and interpretation 
of biblical texts and related works in the ancient Mediterranean world, 
but the approach can be applied to a wide variety of texts in any tradition 
or culture.1 a major goal of sri is to promote analysis and interpretation 
through comparison and contrast among various sets of data and inter-
pretations of those data. Many of its strategies are designed to discover 
the rhetoric of topoi, pictures, textures, and emergent structures that texts 
prompt in the minds of hearers and readers in ways that form and reform 
them socially and religiously. sociorhetorical interpretation, then, enables 
interpreters to build on the remarkable achievements of past scholarly 
investigations and contribute further analysis with insights from the social 

1. see an account of the beginnings of sociorhetorical interpretation in david 
B. Gowler, “The development of socio-rhetorical criticism,” in New Boundaries in 
Old Territory: Form and Social Rhetoric in Mark, ed. Vernon K. robbins and david B. 
Gowler, esec 3 (new York: lang, 1994), 1–36.

-1 -
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2 roBBins, Von thaden, and Bruehler

and cognitive sciences in order to produce rich literary, historical, rhetori-
cal, ideological, and religious analysis and interpretation of texts.

in 1984, Jesus the Teacher introduced the phrase sociorhetorical inter-
pretation into new testament studies.2 The goal was to help to bring rhe-
torical, sociological, and anthropological strategies into literary-historical 
exegesis of early christian literature. This was the same year as the pub-
lication of George a. Kennedy’s New Testament Interpretation through 
Rhetorical Criticism, a work that strongly influenced the sociorhetorical 
approach practiced by the rhetoric of religious antiquity group and is 
quoted in many of the essays featured in this volume.3 By 1994, the con-
cept of multiple textures within a text had emerged by observing how dif-
ferent interpreters approached texts from different perspectives. The first 
essay in this collection, entitled “socio-rhetorical criticism: Mary, eliza-
beth, and the Magnificat as a test case,” was the first programmatic appli-
cation of a four-texture sequence of sociorhetorical interpretation on a 
new testament text. Modern literary interpreters, especially through the 
influence of new criticism, were reading the inner texture of texts. They 
argued that there were boundaries around a text that interpreters should 
respect as they read and interpreted data inside a particular text. in the 
context of inner texture readings such as these, Julia Kristeva launched a 
programmatic analysis and interpretation of texts based on their inter-
texture.4 she argued that every literary composition recontextualizes and 
reconfigures aspects of multiple texts and that this intertextuality is pres-
ent in the wording, phrasing, and conceptuality of all written texts. The 
sociorhetorical approach in this volume uses the term intertexture to refer 
especially to wording and phrasing shared among texts. While intertex-
tuality can include social, cultural, and ideological scripts, sri uses the 
phrase social and cultural texture for the use of modern sociological and 
anthropological theory of groups and culture in the analysis of a text. 

2. Vernon K. robbins, Jesus the Teacher: A Socio-rhetorical Interpretation of Mark 
(philadelphia: Fortress, 1984).

3. George a. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism 
(chapel hill: university of north carolina press, 1984).

4. Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, ed. toril Moi (new York: columbia univer-
sity press, 1986), 37; Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature 
and Art, ed. leon s. roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, alice Jardine, and leon s. roud-
iez, european perspectives (new York: columbia university press, 1980), 15, 36–38, 
51–55; María Jesús Martínez alfaro, “intertextuality: origins and development of the 
concept,” Atlantis 18 (1996): 268–85.SBL P
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Finally, ideological texture focuses on the special interests and beliefs of 
individuals, groups, and institutions implied in texts that develop struc-
tures of power to sustain themselves. to these four textures, Exploring the 
Texture of Texts added sacred texture for the purpose of guiding interpret-
ers beyond an individualistic approach to religious belief and practice to 
appreciating it as a social, cultural, and ideological phenomenon.5

in 1996, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse and Exploring the 
Texture of Texts inaugurated programmatic textural approaches to sri in 
a rhetoric of religious antiquity mode.6 since the appearance of these 
inaugural books, essays and chapters in books have been published in var-
ious places, following and/or adapting the textural guidelines that they set 
forth.7 Many phd dissertations and Thd and Ma theses have been written 
using sri strategies of textural interpretation.8 in addition, a number of 

5. Vernon K. robbins, Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-rhetorical 
Interpretation (Valley Forge, pa: trinity press international, 1996).

6. Vernon K. robbins, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society 
and Ideology (london: routledge, 1996); idem, Exploring the Texture of Texts, 7–39.

7. istván czachez, “socio-rhetorical exegesis of acts 9:1–30,” Communio Viato-
rum (praha) 37 (1995): 5–32; Martin J. oosthuizen, “deuteronomy 15:1–18 in socio-
rhetorical perspective,” ZABR 3 (1997), 64–91; david a. desilva, “hebrews 6:4–8: 
a socio-rhetorical investigation; part i/part ii,” TynBul 50 (1999): 33–57, 225–35; 
desilva, “a socio-rhetorical investigation of revelation 16:6–13; a call to act Justly 
toward the Just and Judging God,” BBR 9 (1999): 65–117; h. J. Bernard combrink, 
“shame on the hypocritical leaders in the church: a socio-rhetorical interpreta-
tion of the reproaches in Matthew 23,” in Fabrics of Discourse: Essays in Honor of 
Vernon K. Robbins, ed. david B. Gowler, l. Gregory Bloomquist, and duane F. Watson 
(harrisburg, pa: trinity press international, 2003), 1–35; duane F. Watson, “ ‘Keep 
Yourselves from idols’: a socio-rhetorical analysis of the Exordium and Peroratio of 1 
John,” in Gowler, Bloomquist, and Watson, Fabrics of Discourse, 281–302.

8. e.g., têtê délali Gunn, “prosopopée idéologique de paul: une lecture socio-
rhétorique du discourse de paul à athènes: actes 17, 15–18, 1)” (phd diss., saint paul 
university, ottawa, canada, 2005); Johnathan Jodamus, “a socio-rhetorical exege-
sis of 1 timothy 2.18–25” (Msocsci thesis, university of capetown, south africa, 
2005); r. p. tupparainen, “The role(s) of the spirit-paraclete in John 16:4b–15: a 
socio-rhetorical investigation” (phd diss., university of south africa, pretoria, 2007); 
timothy Beech, “a socio-rhetorical analysis of the development and Function of 
the noah-Flood narrative in Sibylline Oracles 1–2” (phd diss., saint paul university, 
ottawa, canada, 2007); Miranda pillay, “re-visioning stigma: a socio-rhetorical 
reading of luke 10:25–37 in the context of hiV/aids in south africa” (phd diss., 
university of Western cape, south africa, 2008); santosh V. Varghese, “Woe-oracles 
in habakkuk 2:6–20: a socio-rhetorical reading” (MTh thesis, Faith Theological SBL P
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4 roBBins, Von thaden, and Bruehler

commentaries either on entire books or selected passages have emerged 
where authors explicitly have used textural strategies associated with inner 
texture, intertexture, social and cultural texture, ideological texture, and 
sometimes sacred texture.9

seminary, Manakala, Kerala, india, 2009); Keir hammer, “disambiguating rebirth: 
a socio-rhetorical exploration of rebirth language in 1 peter” (phd diss., university 
of toronto, centre for the study of religion, 2011); Francois Beyrouti, “discerning a 
‘rhetorics of catechesis’ in origen of alexandria’s Commentary on the Gospel of John: 
a sociorhetorical analysis of Book xiii:3–42 (John 4:13–15)” (phd diss., saint paul 
university, ottawa, 2013); david Jay Miller, “characterisations of YhWh in the song 
of the Vineyard: a Multitextural interpretation of isaiah 5:1–7” (phd diss., university 
of south africa, pretoria, 2013); peter samuel robinson, “a sociorhetorical analysis 
of clark h. pinnock’s hermeneutical approach to Biblical Materials, with particu-
lar attention to the role of religious experience” (phd diss., saint paul university, 
ottawa, 2013); Benard n. ombori, “a socio-rhetorical appraisal of Jesus as sacrifice, 
with specific reference to Hilasterion in romans 3:25–26” (MTh diss., university of 
south africa, pretoria, 2013); raymon paul hanson, “a socio-rhetorical examina-
tion of twin psalm 111–112” (phd diss., luther seminary, saint paul, Minnesota, 
2013); owen nease, “Blended prophecy and Wisdom: Mapping the rhetorolects of 
the exhortation passages in hebrews” (phd diss., new orleans Baptist Theological 
seminary, 2013); hon ho ip, “a socio-rhetorical interpretation of the letter to phi-
lemon in light of the new institutional economics: an exhortation to transform 
from Master-slave economic relationship to Brotherly loving relationship” (phd 
diss., The chinese university of hong Kong, 2014); chuba ao, “ ‘in all the Work of 
Your hands’ in deuteronomy: an inquiry on rhetoric of Work” (phd diss., union 
Biblical seminary, pune, india, 2015); Johnathan Jodamus, “an investigation into 
the construction(s) and representation(s) of Masculinity(ies) and Femininity(ies) 
in 1 corinthians” (phd diss., university of capetown, south africa, 2015); ros-
pita deliana siahaan, “speaking in tongues in public Worship? a socio-rhetorical 
approach to 1 corinthians 12–14” (phd diss., lutheran Theological seminary, shatin, 
hong Kong, 2015). 

9. Wesley h. Wachob, The Voice of Jesus in the Social Rhetoric of James, sntsMs 
106 (cambridge: cambridge university press, 2000); david a. desilva, Perseverance 
in Gratitude: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary on the Epistle “to the Hebrews” (Grand 
rapids: eerdmans, 2000); William F. Brosend ii, James and Jude, ncBic (cambridge: 
cambridge university press, 2004); Thomas J. Bell, Peter Abelard after Marriage: The 
Spiritual Direction of Heloise and Her Nuns through Liturgical Song, cistss 211 (Kal-
amazoo, Mi: cistercian, 2007); Kayle B. de Waal, A Socio-rhetorical Interpretation of 
the Seven Trumpets of Revelation: The Apocalyptic Challenge to Earthly Empire (lew-
iston, nY: edwin Mellen, 2012); rosemary canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ at 
Colossae: A Visual Construction of Identity, Wunt 2/334 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 
2012); ingeborg a. K. Kvammen, Toward a Postcolonial Reading of the Epistle of James: SBL P

res
s



 introduction 5

however, the exploratory instincts of practitioners of sri contin-
ued to expand and deepen the strategies available to interpreters as they 
worked with textural analysis. rhetorolects, rhetography, and rhetorical 
force have come to be standard components of sociorhetorical analy-
sis and interpretation. Much work and discussion transpired (mostly 
behind the scenes) in the meetings of the rhetoric of religious antiq-
uity group, but the next major publication, The Invention of Christian Dis-
course (2009), established another milestone in the development of sri. 
This work presented “rhetorolects” (an elision of “rhetorical dialects”) as 
forms of discourse “identifiable on the basis of a shared cluster of themes, 
images (rhetography), topics, reasonings, and argumentation.”10 The for-
mulation and analysis of rhetorolects (and rhetography) was highly influ-
enced by insights from the cognitive sciences, especially Gilles Fauconnier 
and Mark turner’s work The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the 
Mind’s Hidden Complexities (see part 4 below).11 sri currently operates 
with six rhetorolects (though these are often the subject of lively debate): 
wisdom; prophetic; apocalyptic; precreation; miracle; and priestly. embed-
ded in this definition of rhetorolect is another new term, “rhetography.” 
rhetography focuses the attention of the interpreter on how texts generate 
graphic images in the minds of audience members in ways that promote 
the rhetorical aims of the text and that are often instantiated in a certain 
view of the world. rhetorolects and rhetography often work together in 
an overarching storyline that helps to set the parameters for persuasive 
communication. The wisdom rhetorolect, for example, regularly presup-
poses an underlying story line of parents (especially fathers) passing along 
wisdom to their children (especially sons) within the pictured setting of a 
home. Finally, Invention of Christian Discourse also describes the analysis 
of “emergent structures,” which are often most prominent in the “rhetori-
cal force” of a text.12 emergent structures occur when the images, topics, 
and reasonings of one rhetorolect interactively blend with those of another 

James 2:1–13 in Its Roman Imperial Context, Bibint 119 (leiden: Brill, 2013); david h. 
Wenkel, Joy in Luke-Acts: The Intersection of Rhetoric, Narrative, and Emotion, pater-
noster Biblical Monographs (Bucks, uK: paternoster, 2015).

10. Vernon K, robbins, The Invention of Christian Discourse, rra 1 (dorset, uK: 
deo, 2009), xxvii.

11. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending 
and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities (new York: Basic Books, 2002).

12. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 240–41, 403–6.SBL P
res
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rhetorolect to produce fresh ways of conceiving of and communicating 
about the world. These “emerging” ways of speaking are often at the cre-
ative edges of the text under consideration and as such represent some 
of the most powerful elements of that text. over time, a full and mature 
sociorhetorical analysis of a text has come to be characterized by an open-
ing discussion of the rhetography (and accompanying rhetorolects), fol-
lowed by an analysis of the textures and their components, and closing 
with a presentation of the rhetorical force that focuses on emergent struc-
tures in the rhetoric of the text. This has become the form for the sociorhe-
torical exploration commentaries (srec) in the rhetoric of religious 
antiquity (rra) series published by sBl press.13

Thus, sri is identifiable by its energetic approach to multifaceted 
analysis of texts and its innovation when the hermeneutical analytic needs 
to be expanded. a few publications have already captured some of this 
development. W. randolph tate has an excellent account of the early tex-
tural phase in his Interpreting the Bible (2006).14 a comprehensive account 
of the emergence and development of the approach appeared in an essay 
in 2010 titled “socio-rhetorical interpretation.”15 Then a more extensive 
discussion and response to the approach appeared in 2014 in a volume 
titled Genealogies of New Testament Rhetorical Criticism.16 as sri has 

13. roy r. Jeal, Exploring Philemon: Freedom, Brotherhood, and Partnership in the 
New Society, rra 2 (atlanta: sBl press, 2015); B. J. oropeza, Exploring 2 Corinthians: 
Death and Life, Hardship and Rivalry, rra 3 (atlanta: sBl press, 2016). a preview of 
the srec approach appeared in terrance callan, Acknowledging the Divine Benefac-
tor: The Second Letter of Peter (eugene, or: pickwick, 2014).

14. W. randolph tate, “socio-rhetorical criticism,” in Interpreting the Bible: A 
Handbook of Terms and Methods (peabody, Ma: hendrickson, 2006), 342–46.

15. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” in The Blackwell Com-
panion to the New Testament, ed. david aune, Blackwell companions to religion 
(Malden, Ma: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 192–219. also see Gowler, “development of 
socio-rhetorical criticism,” 1–36; Gowler, “heteroglossic trends in Biblical studies: 
polyphonic dialogues or clanging cymbals,” RevExp 97 (2000): 443–66; Gowler, 
“socio-rhetorical interpretation: textures of a text and its reception,” JSNT 33 (2010): 
191–206; Gowler, “The end of the Beginning: The continuing Maturation of socio-
rhetorical analysis,” in Sea Voyages and Beyond: Emerging Strategies in Socio-rhetorical 
Interpretation, ed. Vernon K. robbins, esec 14 (dorset, uK: deo, 2010), 1–45.

16. l. Gregory Bloomquist, “Those pesky Threads of robbins’s rhetorical tap-
estry: Vernon K. robbins’s Genealogy of rhetorical criticism,” in Genealogies of New 
Testament Rhetorical Criticism, ed. troy W. Martin (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 
201–23; Vernon K. robbins, “response to l. Gregory Bloomquist: From the social SBL P
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developed, authors ranging from undergraduate and graduate students 
to postdoctoral students and established scholars have regularly asked 
what essays and chapters in books they must read to understand its emer-
gence and growth over the past twenty-five years. The idea for this present 
volume of essays took specific form while the 2013 essay on “socio-rhe-
torical criticism” was taking shape for The Oxford Encyclopedia of Bibli-
cal Interpretation.17 in the process of writing the essay, it became obvious 
that certain articles have come to stand out as formative influences, ongo-
ing dialogue partners, and crucial steps forward in the expansion of the 
analytic. This volume collects some of those articles in five parts. part 1 
“The emergence of sociorhetorical interpretation” contains the earliest 
essay to employ the fourfold textural analysis as mentioned above. part 
2 “reworking rhetoric and topos” presents essays that display forma-
tive influences on the early development of sri both from creative work 
in the overall field of rhetorical studies and from specific work on topos 
analysis. part 3 “cultural Geography and critical spatiality” shows how 
renewed attention to the role and theory of space and place influenced 
both the formulation of rhetorolects and the emphasis on conceptuality 
of space and place within sri. part 4 “Metaphor, conceptual Blending, 
and rhetorolects” focuses on the infusion of the cognitive sciences into 
sri (following the formation of the textures) and how this contributed to 
specific exegetical practices within sri. Finally, part 5 “rhetorolects and 
rhetography” presents two pieces that enact more recent developments 
in sri that feature analysis of rhetography interactively with rhetorolects 
in religious texts.

part 1: the emergence of sociorhetorical interpretation

This volume opens with the essay “socio-rhetorical criticism: Mary, eliza-
beth, and the Magnificat as a test case.”18 This piece helpfully sets the 
stage for the rest of the volume in two key ways. First, the essay begins 

sciences to rhetography,” in Martin, Genealogies of New Testament Rhetorical Criti-
cism, 225–44.

17. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical criticism,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia 
of Biblical Interpretation (new York: oxford university press, 2013), 2:311–18. The 
bibliography at the end of this article was a first step toward the present collection.

18. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical criticism: Mary, elizabeth, and the 
Magnificat as a test case,” in The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament, ed. SBL P
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with its own survey of the preceding developments and influences that 
led to the emergence of sociorhetorical interpretation. second, robbins 
programmatically analyzes luke 1:26–56 using the four initial textures of 
sociorhetorical analysis that he would develop more fully in The Tapestry 
of Early Christian Discourse. let us unpack both of these a bit further.19

First, while sri has expanded, adjusted, and adapted over the years 
since its inception, the initial development of sri as described here by 
robbins displays the interdisciplinary, multifaceted, and self-conscious 
practices of interpretation and reflection that have come to characterize 
sri. robbins narrates how challenges to practitioners of new testament 
interpretation created an atmosphere where rhetorical analysis engaged 
with the social sciences and ideological criticism to generate shifting 
boundaries and fresh approaches in the interpretation of biblical and 
cognate literature in the 1990’s. amos Wilder began by urging scholars 
to reconsider the rhetoric of biblical texts as religious and aesthetic dis-
course. later, Wayne Meeks and Jonathan Z. smith began to use anthro-
pological and sociological tools in the analysis of early christianity and its 
socially embedded texts. around this time, Wilhelm Wuellner and elisa-
beth schüssler Fiorenza pressed the political and ideological nature of bib-
lical texts. These streams of influence came together initially in the four 
textures of sri. Thus, this essay serves as a prototype for how the reworked 
boundaries of rhetorical analysis (see part 2) opened up fruitful dialogue 
with other disciplines like spatiality and the cognitive sciences (see parts 
3 and 4) to prompt the innovations of rhetorolects and rhetography (see 
part 5). This essay models the generative interdisciplinary work that has 
continued to flourish in sri.

second, for those new to sri, this essay offers a classic example of 
the analytic at work before diving into later sections of this volume that 
bring together foundational influences, supporting work, and later devel-
opments. We see robbins explore each texture in dialogical and integra-
tive fashion. The analysis of inner texture in this portion of luke 1 exhibits 
data both for identifying the opening, middle, and closing of the passage 
and for perceiving how ideology can affect the interpretation of narra-
tional matters such as the analysis of voice and the argumentative texture 

elizabeth struthers Malbon and edgar V. McKnight, Jsntsup 109 (sheffield: sheffield 
academic, 1994), 164–209.

19. For another description of this essay, see Gowler, “end of the Beginning,” 
31–35. SBL P
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of the Magnificat. robbins argues that prior intertextual comparisons of 
the Magnificat have worked with a “near canon” comprised of selected 
material about barren women found in the hebrew Bible (e.g., hannah). 
however, shifting the boundaries of comparison would include an inter-
textural analysis of the “humiliated” (that is, sexually violated) virgins of 
the hebrew Bible and the larger hellenistic-roman world. again, ideol-
ogy comes into play in the selection of intertexts, which has a dramatic 
impact on interpretive conclusions. The analysis of social and cultural 
texture employs Bryan Wilson’s typology of religious sects to help to 
understand the kind of discourse enacted in luke 1.20 While thaumatur-
gic and conversionist discourse are evident, a closer look unearths evi-
dence for reformist, rather than revolutionist, discourse in Mary’s song 
about the reversal of the powerful and the weak, for she calls not for the 
undoing of the political system itself but a change in its agents from the 
position of an ethnic subculture operating within the dominant cultural 
rhetoric of royal and divine authority. Finally, the consideration of ideol-
ogy recognizes that every text has an implicit politics. While Mary may 
lose in the short term as an unmarried, pregnant, and thus dishonored 
woman, her character presents a winning strategy among the early chris-
tians—accepting the patriarchal and patronage structures that existed 
while arguing for reforms to promote generosity and peace under divine 
favor. Furthermore, her relationship with elizabeth dismantles a tradi-
tion of rivalry among women and wives over their children, presenting 
a christian narrative of overcoming division and difference for the sake 
of community. Thus, this early test case for sociorhetorical interpretation 
shows that openness to new boundaries and attentiveness to ideology 
yields fruitful results for the culturally embedded hermeneutical enter-
prise largely known as biblical interpretation.

part 2: reworking rhetoric and topos

When scholars in the fields of classics, rhetorical studies, and biblical stud-
ies engage ancient understandings of rhetoric, they often run up against 
the problem, articulated by anders eriksson, of “whether rhetoric is the 

20. Bryan Wilson, “a typology of sects,” in Sociology of Religion, ed. r. robertson 
(Baltimore: penguin, 1969), 361–83. Wilson, Magic and the Millenium: A Sociological 
Study of Religious Movements of Protest among Tribal and Third-World Peoples (new 
York: harper & row, 1973), 22–36.SBL P
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tool used for analysis or the object of study.”21 The chapters in this part of 
the volume demonstrate how scholars can both articulate and understand 
ancient rhetorical strategies and how contemporary scholars can rework 
these strategies to provide tools for twenty-first century rhetorical analy-
sis—the environment in which sri as an interpretive analytic unfolds. a 
common thread in all of the essays in this section is their focus on the 
aristotelian concept of topos. Fatefully, aristotle was less than clear on the 
precise nature of this rhetorical category, thereby creating a rich interpre-
tive history as western rhetorical traditions have attempted to make sense 
of and use this idea. The use of topoi has been critical in the development 
of sri, as evidenced by robbins’s development of them in The Invention of 
Christian Discourse.22 in addition to the chapters included in this section, 
robbins made use of Johan Thom’s essay, “The Mind is its own place,” in 
which Thom argues:

although the term topos is used in different contexts, i suggest that the 
notion of an ordered cognitive space underlies all these uses. some of the 
principles according to which this space is organized may be universally 
valid (such as those underlying the strategic rhetorical topoi), but on the 
whole, the topography of this cognitive space is culturally determined. 
something that is a topos in one culture may not be so in another: a topos 
depends upon, and expresses, a cultural consensus.23

The essays by George Kennedy, carolyn Miller, and Gregory Bloomquist 
engage topoi and how they might be successfully deployed in rhetori-
cal analysis. Moreover, in wrestling with the nature and use of topoi, the 

21. anders eriksson, “enthymemes in pauline argumentation: reading between 
the lines in 1 corinthians,” in Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical Texts: Essays from 
the Lund 2000 Conference, ed. anders eriksson, Thomas h. olbricht, and Walter 
Übelacker, esec 8 (harrisburg, pa: trinity press international, 2002), 246.

22. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 61–63, 81–88.
23. Johan c. Thom, “‘The Mind is its own place’: defining the topos,” in Early 

Christianity and Classical Culture: Comparative Studies in Honor of Abraham J. Mal-
herbe, ed. J. t. Fitzgerald, Thomas h. olbricht, and l. Michael White, novtsup 110 
(leiden: Brill, 2003), 566. in this context, Thom calls attention in n. 51 to “the notion 
in the Progymnasmata that a topos is about something that is agreed upon” and refers 
to 562 n. 38 in his essay which includes aelius Theon, Progymn. 6 (spengel 106.5–6): 
“a topos is a discourse [λόγος] elaborating a matter that is agreed upon, whether a 
fault or virtue”). see also hermogenes, Progymn. 6 (spengel 9.18–19): “The so-called 
common topos entails elaboration of a matter that is agreed upon.”SBL P
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authors of these foundational essays point toward later developments in 
sri that are displayed in parts 3, 4, and 5 of this volume. topoi, then, pro-
vide the spaces that enable sri to mature and develop.

The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse and Exploring the Texture of 
Texts appeared in 1996, the same year that Kennedy published “reworking 
aristotle’s Rhetoric,” the essay that starts the second section of the volume.24 
The inclusion of this essay is, first of all, a means to pay a special tribute 
to Kennedy, who was a leader for five decades, beginning in the 1960s, 
in bringing rhetoric into the fields of study of classical antiquity and its 
heritage in the ancient and modern world including study of the new tes-
tament.25 Kennedy’s work on rhetoric has exerted a profound influence 
on new testament studies in general and on sri in particular.26 it is thus 

24. George a. Kennedy, “reworking aristotle’s Rhetoric,” in Theory, Text, Context: 
Issues in Greek Rhetoric and Oratory, ed. christopher lyle Johnstone (new York: state 
university of new York press, 1996), 169–84.

25. George a. Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece (princeton: princeton 
university press, 1963); Kennedy, Quintilian, tWas 66 (new York: twyane, 1969); 
Kennedy, The Art of Rhetoric in the Roman World 300 BC–AD 300 (princeton: prince-
ton university press, 1972); Kennedy, Greek Rhetoric under Christian Emperors 
(princeton: princeton university press, 1983); Kennedy, New Testament Interpreta-
tion through Rhetorical Criticism; aristotle, On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, 
trans. George a. Kennedy (new York: oxford university press, 1991); Kennedy, A 
New History of Classical Rhetoric (princeton: princeton university press, 1994); 
Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric and Its Christian and Secular Tradition from Ancient to 
Modern Times, 2nd ed. (chapel hill: university of north carolina press, 1998); Ken-
nedy, Comparative Rhetoric: An Historical and Cross-Cultural Introduction (new York: 
oxford university press, 1998); Kennedy, trans. Progymasmata: Greek Textbooks of 
Prose Composition and Rhetoric, WGrW 10 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 
2003); Kennedy, Invention and Method: Two Rhetorical Treatises from the Hermogenic 
Corpus, WGrW 15 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2005).

26. c. clifton Black and duane F. Watson, eds., Words Well Spoken: George Ken-
nedy’s Rhetoric of the New Testament, strr 8 (Waco, tx: Baylor university press, 
2008), presents a detailed account of and responses to the contribution of George 
Kennedy to the field of rhetorical interpretation and to rhetorical interpretation 
of the new testament. This is where the essay by robbins on rhetography first 
appeared, which is included in the final section of this volume. a second account of 
George a. Kennedy’s work is in troy W. Martin, ed., Genealogies of New Testament 
Rhetorical Criticism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2014), with an essay by c. clifton Black 
titled “Genealogies of rhetorical criticism: The Kennedy Family,” 51–78, and an 
essay by duane F. Watson titled “response to c. clifton Black and Further insights,” 
79–91. SBL P
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fitting for this volume to provide the reader with an exemplar of Kennedy’s 
work that is so foundational to the development of sri as a full-bodied 
interpretive analytic. although Kennedy does engage the rhetoric of the 
new testament directly, this essay on aristotle serves to model the inter-
disciplinary nature of sri. Moreover, this essay provides an example of the 
way in which rhetoricians were reconceptualizing the rhetorical heritage 
of ancient Greece and rome for the purpose of developing updated rhe-
torical strategies of interpretation during the last decades of the twentieth 
century—a process Kennedy himself embodied through his scholarship. 
second, Kennedy’s essay provides readers with a context in which to make 
sense of the later chapters in this volume. Kennedy’s discussion of topos 
in aristotle naturally introduces discussion of places and spaces into sri 
(see part 3). Kennedy also recognizes the cognitive nature of metaphor in 
his essay, thus crafting an environment for understanding how concep-
tual metaphor and conceptual blending theories have moved sri forward 
(see part 4). Finally, Kennedy notes the importance of sight for aristotle’s 
Rhetoric.27 This emphasis on sight, which he argues has been obscured by 
some translations, sets the stage for sri’s argument about the necessity of 
attending to visual texture and rhetography for a full-bodied exegesis of 
textual artifacts (see part 5). The importance of Kennedy’s work for sri 
cannot be overestimated. he has proven, again and again, to be a valuable 
conversation partner throughout the maturation process of sri.28

The second essay of this section, Miller’s “The aristotelean Topos: 
hunting for novelty,” not only interacts with Kennedy’s translation of aris-
totle’s Rhetoric but also makes clear that when a topos is conceptualized as 
“a thinking place,” which she argues aristotle does, it can be perceived as 
an environment of invention rather than mere discovery.29 as lynn huber 
does in her chapter on metaphor (see part 4), Miller endeavors to strip away 
modernist interpretations that obscure the potential of ancient thought for 
contemporary rhetorical theorists.30 Miller observes that a topos

27. see Yael avrahami, The Senses of Scripture: Sensory Perception in the Hebrew 
Bible, lhBots 545 (new York: t&t clark, 2012).

28. see robbins’s essay in part 5.
29. carolyn r. Miller, “The aristotelian Topos: hunting for novelty,” in Rereading 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric, ed. alan G. Gross and arthur e. Walzer (carbondale: southern 
illinois university press, 2000), 130–46.

30. ibid., 143.SBL P
res

s



 introduction 13

functions rhetorically as a conceptual place to which an arguer may 
mentally go to find arguments, like Bacon’s hunter in the forest. aristo-
tle’s statement that rhetoric is the “ability, in each particular case, to see 
the available means of persuasion” (Rhet. 1.2.1 [Freese]) … intimate[s] 
… that … “[r]easoning is a discussion in which, certain things having 
been laid down, something other than these things necessarily results 
through them” (Top. 100a [Forster], emphasis added).31

Miller continues to emphasize this generative function of topoi. observ-
ing the conceptual contexts from which aristotle drew his use of the term 
topos and the framework from which he drew his thinking about inven-
tion, Miller asserts that “in the platonic world of Being, invention can only 
be discovery, but in the aristotelian world of Becoming, it can also be cre-
ation; novelty and innovation are possible.”32 robbins has further stated 
about this that: “the presence in the conceptual framework of both the 
natural and the social world, where things emerge, change, and sometimes 
disappear, introduces dynamic processes of interaction where recreation 
can occur through reconfiguration.”33 Miller’s essay, like Kennedy’s, pro-
vides readers with a rich context in which to understand developments 
in sri—especially those concerning critical spatiality (part 3) and con-
ceptual processes such as framing (see part 4). her work has been explic-
itly formative not only for Bloomquist’s essay below, but also for robbins’s 
discussion of topos in The Invention of Christian Discourse and other sri 
projects such as alexandra Gruca-Macaulay’s analysis and interpretation 
of the presentation of lydia as a rhetorical construct in acts.34

in the final chapter of part 2, “paul’s inclusive language: The ideologi-
cal texture of romans 1,” Bloomquist argues that sri is a topos-centered 
interpretive analytic.35 Bloomquist not only explicitly engages Miller’s 
essay (as noted above), but, in some sense, provides an example of the 
generative nature of topoi for which she argued. Bloomquist’s essay thus 
interacts with the ideas found in the previous two chapters and, like those 
chapters, provides readers with resources with which to understand the 

31. Miller, “aristotelean topos, 132; in this volume, p. 98.
32. Miller, “aristotelean Topos,” 137.
33. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 79.
34. alexandra Gruca-Macaulay, Lydia as a Rhetorical Construct in Acts: A 

Sociorhetorical and Theological Interpretation, esec 18 (atlanta: sBl press, 2016).
35. l. Gregory Bloomquist, “paul’s inclusive language: The ideological texture of 

romans 1,” in Gowler, Bloomquist, and Watson, Fabrics of Discourse, 165–93.SBL P
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ideas presented in subsequent parts of this volume. as sri has developed, 
Bloomquist has perhaps been the strongest advocate for the central impor-
tance of topoi.36 in this example of his work, Bloomquist uses the con-
cept of topos to show readers how paul’s letter to the romans “move[s] an 
audience from one social and cultural position to another.”37 The analysis 
demonstrates that paul’s argumentation builds on an interplay between 
two topoi—“gentiles,” a special topic in certain Jewish discursive envi-
ronments, and “gospel,” which encapsulates the new thing God is doing 
according to paul’s proclamation. Through detailed analysis of this elab-
oration, Bloomquist exhibits the ideological texture of paul’s argument. 
Bloomquist’s essay, then, demonstrates the analytical usefulness of topoi 
within an sri environment. For Bloomquist, topoi “can be understood as 
those landmarks on the mental geography of thought, which themselves 
evoke a constellation of networks of meanings as a result of social, cultural, 
or ideological use—and the argumentative embedding of these topoi in the 
presentation of the argument(s) of the text.”38 Bloomquist’s observations 
about the nature of a topos helped to confirm the interest in “critical spati-
ality” that also was emerging in sri. Bloomquist’s ideas also anticipate the 
use of resources available in conceptual blending theory engaged in part 4.

part 3: cultural Geography and critical spatiality

Biblical scholars began to attend to the dynamic and substantive role of 
space and place in canonical and cognate literature because of an emerg-
ing cluster of studies that came to be labelled cultural geography and/or 
critical spatiality. cultural geography, developing in the 1950s and 1960s, 
primarily studies the interaction of culture and space as culture produces 
and manipulates space and as space reciprocally influences culture.39 cul-
tural geography continued as a stream of research but also branched off in 
the 1970s through interaction with cultural studies and critical theory into 

36. see robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” 192–219.
37. Bloomquist, “paul’s inclusive language,” 176.
38. ibid., 174.
39. Foundational works in early cultural Geography include W. G. hoskyns, 

The Making of the English Landscape (london: hodder & stoughton, 1955); philip 
l. Wagner and Marvin W. Mikesell, trans. and eds., Readings in Cultural Geography 
(chicago: university of chicago press, 1962); and George F. carter, Man and the Land: 
A Cultural Geography (new York: holt, reinhart & Winston, 1964).SBL P
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another stream regularly called critical spatiality.40 extensive discussion of 
“spaces” and “places” in biblical studies have been vigorously taking place 
since then, and James W. Flanagan launched the critical spatiality project 
during the 1990s along with a group of colleagues.41 Jon Berquist has edited 
two volumes that collects much of this early and illuminating application 
of critical spatiality to biblical literature, especially the hebrew Bible.42 
shortly after this, scholars began to employ spatiality and spatial theory as 
tools of analysis for new testament texts, especially drawing on the work 
of robert david sack.43 critical spatiality started to play an important role 
in sri at the beginning of the twenty-first century in four different ways: 
as a theoretical infusion into the development of rhetorolects; as a helpful 
model of interaction with ideology and social-cultural theory; as a buttress 

40. The discipline stalled in the 1960s but reemerged in the late 1970s with greater 
theoretical and analytical vigor in works like Michel Foucault, “of other spaces,” Dia-
critics 16 (1986): 22–27 (based on a lecture he gave in 1967); edward relph, Place and 
Placelessness (london: pion, 1976); Yi-Fu tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of 
Experience (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota press, 1977); and the publication 
of the Journal of Progress in Human Geography (starting in 1977). critical spatiality 
traces its origins to works such as those of Foucault (cited above); henri lefebvre, 
La Production de L’espace, société et urbanisme (paris: Éditions anthropos, 1974); 
edward W. said, Orientalism (new York: parthenon, 1978); and edward W. soja, 
Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory (london: 
Verso, 1989).

41. For a sample of this work, see david M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, eds., 
‘Imagining’ Biblical Worlds: Studies in Spatial, Social, and Historical Constructs in Honor 
of James W. Flanagan, Jsotsup 359 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 2002), 30–50.

42. Jon l. Berquist and claudia V. camp, eds., Constructions of Space 1: Theory, 
Geography, and Narrative, lhBots 481 (new York: t&t clark, 2008); and Berquist 
and camp, eds., Constructions of Space 2: The Biblical City and Other Imagined Spaces, 
lhBots 490 (new York: t&t clark, 2008).

43. early forays drew particularly on robert david sack, Human Territoriality: 
In Theory and History (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1986). For examples, 
For examples, see Vernon K. robbins, “luke-acts:  a Mixed population seeks a home 
in the roman empire,” in Images of Empire, ed. loveday c. a. alexander, Jsot-
sup 122 (sheffield: Jsot press, 1991), 202–21; loveday c. a. alexander, “narrative 
Maps: reflections on the toponomy of acts,” in The Bible in Human Society: Essays 
in Honour of John Rogerson, ed. M. daniel carroll r., david J. a. clines, and philip 
r. davies, Jsotsup 200 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1995), 17–57; and Jerome h. 
neyrey, “spaces and places, Whence and Whither, homes and rooms: ‘territoriality’ 
in the Fourth Gospel,” BTB 32 (2002): 60–74.SBL P
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to attention on the body and materiality in sri analysis; and as a focus for 
topos and textural analysis.

Berquist’s programmatic conference paper “Theories of space and 
construction of the ancient World” (published here for the first time, pp. 
151–76) offers an invaluable survey of critical spatiality. he begins with a 
“history of space,” acknowledging that space in the Western intellectual 
tradition has typically been relegated to the status of a given rather than 
being the object of direct observation and analysis. From here, he moves 
into a survey of various theoretical positions on space, summarizing the 
work of key theorists in the development of critical spatiality such as Yi-Fu 
tuan, Michel Foucault, henri lefebvre, and edward soja. With this foun-
dation, he sketches some of the ways in which the study of space compli-
cates and can enrich the reading of biblical texts (as with the ideologically 
laden term “israel”). Berquist then lays out several “projects and practices,” 
while noting several complicating factors. he closes the essay with a list 
of perennial questions that biblical scholars should take up with regard 
to space, setting the stage for a more spatially aware reading of biblical 
texts. Berquist’s “map” of the concerns and categories of critical spatial-
ity provides background for the role of spatiality in the development of 
rhetorolects as a tool of analysis within sri. Building on the insight that 
species of ancient rhetoric and topoi more specifically have “places” where 
they belong (e.g., forensic rhetoric in the courtroom and buying/selling 
metaphors in the market), critical spatiality provided a framework for the-
orizing how emerging christian discourses (e.g., wisdom rhetorolect or 
prophetic rhetorolect) were both rooted in particular concrete places and 
came to be conceptually formed by those imagined spaces (e.g., wisdom in 
the home and prophetic in the kingdom).44 Thus, the prior work in spatial 
theory by cultural geographers and by the application of critical spatial-
ity to biblical texts added structure and nuance to the role of space as a 
constituent factor in the identification and analysis of rhetorolects in sri.

claudia camp’s essay, “storied space, or, Ben sira ‘tells’ a temple,” 
portrays the flexibility and analytical usefulness of spatiality by unpack-
ing Ben sira’s description of a temple.45 she opens with a brief overview of 
soja’s theoretical work before turning that theory on the text of sirach and 

44. Vernon K. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” esp. 200–204; and rob-
bins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 7–9.

45. claudia V. camp, “storied space, or Ben sira ‘tells’ a temple,” in ‘Imagining’ 
Biblical Worlds: Studies in Spatial, Social and Historical Constructs in Honor of James SBL P
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the methodological issues raised by her reading. she deconstructs the cat-
egories of Firstspace, secondspace, and Thirdspace through her analysis of 
the construction of the temple, a place of control and power, in the final 
chapters of sirach. Thirdspace is often methodologically prioritized as 
encompassing all other spaces and ideologically prioritized as a marginal 
space of liberation and resistance. camp, however, demonstrates how Ben 
sira constructs a hegemonic Thirdspace temple through the bodies of isra-
elite heroes, climaxing with the consolidation of all space into the space 
of holiness of the temple as embodied in the person of simeon. Ben sira’s 
telling creates a temple that valorizes the male body of the priest reach-
ing from earth to heaven and simultaneously creates a space in which his 
own production of wisdom is authorized in a space free of women. camp 
simultaneously offers an ideological critique of soja’s trialectal spatial 
theory and analyzes the role of bodies and spaces in sir 44–50. in doing 
so, she models how sri’s ideological texture can employ bodies and space 
and spatial theorization as foci for analysis. spaces and places as “con-
cealed” or “assumed” elements in a text are prime locations for the analy-
sis of implicit (and often hegemonic) ideologies. robbins has engaged the 
same section of sirach along with luke 1–2 in a similarly ideological anal-
ysis of bodies and political space.46 These essays together demonstrate the 
mutually constitutive attention to bodies and place (seen also in Berquist’s 
essay) that has informed sri, especially in the identification of the body 
as the “space” of miracle rhetorolect,47 which complements the emphasis 
on embodiment brought to the table by the cognitive sciences (see fur-
ther below). Finally, camp offers a critical interaction with spatial theory 
that has characterized sri’s engagement with spatial (and other kinds of) 
theory, drawing on various theorists in order to have a diverse and self-
critiquing set of models for space and place.

The chapter from Bart Bruehler’s book, A Public and Political Christ, 
returns to the stream of cultural geography by arguing that the con-
cept of a public-private dichotomy does not do justice to the spectrum 

W. Flanagan, ed. david M. Gunn and paula M. Mcnutt, Jsotsup 359 (sheffield: shef-
field academic, 2002), 64–80 (editorial note: see pp. 177–95 in this volume).

46. Vernon K. robbins, “Bodies and politics in luke 1–2 and sirach 44–50: Men, 
Women, and Boys,” in Jesus and Mary Reimagined in Early Christian Literature, ed. 
Vernon K. robbins and Jonathan potter, WGrWsup 6 (atlanta: sBl press, 2015), 
41–66.

47. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” 203–4.SBL P
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of private, public, and political places employed as settings for Jesus in 
luke’s Gospel.48 The matter is complicated by the “high context” nature 
of hellenistic-roman culture, which assumes much will be contributed 
to the shared meaning of communication by an intelligent reader (quite 
unlike most contemporary “low context” communications). The spatial 
theory of sack buttressed by input from anthropological, sociological, 
and feminist analyses reveals a more dynamic and contested classifica-
tion of ancient public and private spaces influenced by a variety of forces 
(nature, meaning, society, time, religion, place, and self/body).49 com-
parative analysis with plutarch’s tractate Political Precepts and book 4 of 
philostratus’s Life of Apollonius confirms and enriches this more fluid and 
overlapping classification of zones ranging across a public-private spec-
trum in the hellenistic-roman world. This spectrum of ancient spaces 
provides a better heuristic tool for analyzing the construction of space 
in luke’s narrative and its role in his portrayal of Jesus. While Bruehler’s 
book does not explicitly employ the (now matured) structure and termi-
nology of sri, this chapter displays some of the workings of sri analysis 
with spatiality as a focus. like Berquist and camp, Bruehler draws on a 
variety of theoretical perspectives organized around the work of sack to 
generate a heuristic analytic for exploring the role of space and place in 
luke’s portrayal of Jesus. Bruehler demonstrates careful attention to the 
inner texture of luke 18:35–19:48, to intertextual connections with plu-
tarch and philostratus, to social and cultural texture in his engagement 
with spatial and anthropological theories, and to ideological texture in 
his engagement with feminist and cultural critiques of the public-private 
dichotomy and the construction of power in politics. From a sociorhe-
torical perspective, Bruehler’s monograph is an exploration of the topoi 
of public and private in the ancient world, demonstrating how space and 
place in their varieties of conceptualization (soja’s secondspace) can be a 
subject of in-depth analysis. Finally, Bruehler’s work extends attention to 
the body in sri (here focusing on the body of Jesus and related characters) 
to include bodies in place, especially the constructed places of the ancient 

48. “From This place: a Theoretical Framework for the social-spatial analysis of 
luke,” chapter 2 of Bart B. Bruehler, A Public and Political Christ: The Social-Spatial 
Characteristics of Luke 18:35–19:48 and the Gospel as a Whole in Its Ancient Context, 
ptMs 157 (eugene, or: Wipf & stock, 2011), 31–54 (editorial note: see pp. 197–231 
in this volume).

49. sack, Homo Geographicus. SBL P
res
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world as available to scholars through archaeology (soja’s Firstspace).50 
This infuses sri’s attention to spatiality in its rhetorolects with the mate-
rial places in which these discourses were practiced.51 This application of 
visual and material culture has continued to flourish in sri analysis52 and 
has informed rhetography as exemplified in roy Jeal’s attention to cloth-
ing and bodies in the closing article of this volume.

part 4: Metaphor, conceptual Blending, and rhetorolects

The use of critical spatiality in sociorhetorical analyses helps to remind 
interpreters that humans are embodied agents who exist in meaning laden 
geophysical space. This concern for a “full-body mode of interpretation” 
is demonstrated in the understanding of cognition displayed by develop-
ments in sri in the early twenty-first century.53 as sri grapples with “how 
language prompts for meaning,”54 it follows theoretical models (ancient 
and modern) that recognize the somatic and metaphoric nature of cogni-
tion.55 This understanding of cognition has proved crucial in the develop-

50. Berquist lays out the theories of spatiality, especially the influential writings 
of soja. Then camp deals primarily with soja’s category of Thirdspace, and Bruehler 
demonstrates an analysis that works primarily within soja’s categories of Firstspace 
and secondspace. Thus, sri analysis entails attention to all three of soja’s categories 
which overlap somewhat with lefebvre’s categories of spatial practice, representations 
of space, and representational space.

51. on the contemporary analysis of the relationship of rhetoric and materiality 
in terms of bodies and places, see Barbara a. Biesecker and John louis lucaites, eds., 
Rhetoric, Materiality, and Politics (new York: lang, 2009).

52. see the essays employing visual and material culture in the interpretation 
of texts in Vernon K. robbins, Walter s. Melion, and roy r. Jeal, eds., The Art of 
Visual Exegesis: Rhetoric, Texts, Images, esec 19 (atlanta: sBl press, 2017), which are 
informed by Brigitte Kahl’s analysis of imperial ideology in Galatians using the great 
altar at pergamon (Galatians Re-imagined: Reading with the Eyes of the Vanquished, 
paul in critical contexts [philadelphia: Fortress, 2014]) and the explicitly sociorhe-
torical analysis in rosemary canavan, Clothing the Body of Christ at Colossae.

53. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 8.
54. Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 139 (also 277).
55. see shaun Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind (new York: clarendon, 

2005); Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body: Aesthetics of Human Understanding 
(chicago: university of chicago press, 2007); George lakoff and Mark Johnson, Meta-
phors We Live By (chicago: university of chicago press, 2003); lakoff and Johnson, 
More Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (chicago: university of SBL P
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ment of six rhetorical dialects, or rhetorolects, as dynamic analytical cat-
egories that allow sri to map some of the complex “interactions of brain, 
body, and world” displayed in ancient textual artifacts.56 The insights of 
conceptual metaphor theory and conceptual blending theory are grounded 
in “extensive empirical evidence that human cognition presupposes at its 
most basic levels the transporting of aspects of one conceptual domain 
to another conceptual domain. in other words, at its foundations human 
cognition is metaphorical.”57 The maturation of rhetorolects and the devel-
opment of rhetography (see part 5) within sri rely on these theoretical 
models of meaning making.

The section begins with a chapter from huber’s monograph, Like 
a Bride Adorned: Reading Metaphor in John’s Apocalypse. This chapter, 
“knowing is seeing: ancient, Medieval, and Modern Theories of Meta-
phor,” provides a useful history of how metaphors have been understood 
in the western intellectual tradition and presents a corrective to misun-
derstandings about ancient theories of metaphor.58 as huber notes, it was 
aristotle who argued that using metaphor within rhetoric was a means to 
“bring something before the eyes.”59 he, along with latin theorists (the 
author of rhetorica ad herennium, cicero, and Quintilian), employed 
the language of sight to describe the conceptual and rhetorical advantages 
of employing metaphorical language. however, huber also notes that the 
latin tradition contains within it the seeds, nurtured during the medieval 
period, that would bloom in the positivist philosophy of modernity: the 
notion that metaphoric language is merely decorative.60 The story of the 
emergence of conceptual metaphor theory in the twentieth century is in 
many ways the recovery of an ancient understanding of the links between 
thought and language.61 Metaphoric language is not merely linguistic, but 

chicago press, 1989); lakoff and Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind 
and Its Challenge to Western Thought (new York: Basic Books, 1999).

56. raymond W. Gibbs, Embodiment and Cognitive Science (new York: cam-
bridge university press, 2005), 272.

57. robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, 99. see also Bonnie howe, Because 
You Bear This Name: Conceptual Metaphor and the Moral Meaning of 1 Peter, Bibint 
61 (leiden: Brill, 2006), 60.

58. lynn r. huber, Like a Bride Adorned: Reading Metaphor in John’s Apocalypse, 
esec 12 (new York: t&t clark, 2007), 45–87.

59. ibid., 49.
60. ibid., 56.
61. ibid., 76, 88.SBL P
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rather provides evidence for the very ways human beings experience and 
conceptualize the world through their bodies. Metaphors, as the ancients 
well knew, thus represent a powerful tool of persuasion. in addition to 
narrating a long neglected history of metaphor, huber’s chapter also show-
cases how a scholar can use conceptual metaphor theory in the service 
of interpretative analysis. although the specific interpretive framework 
huber uses is not one that directly feeds into sri, it is her clear explication 
of a programmatic analytic that provides a model for turning theories of 
meaning making into useful interpretive tools. huber’s essay also points 
to the concern of sri in the twenty-first century to explain the rhetorical 
force of texts. according to huber, it is the cognitive nature of metaphor 
that helps explain this. rhetoric that alters common metaphoric mappings 
allows a writer or speaker to change the way an audience thinks and acts 
in the world. But it is perhaps huber’s excavation of the importance of the 
language of seeing in ancient, and now contemporary, understandings of 
metaphor that helps explain the development of rhetography within sri, 
which is discussed in the other two essays in this section and more fully in 
the next section.62

in 2002, Bloomquist introduced Fauconnier and turner’s The Way 
We Think to the rhetoric of religious antiquity group. This introduced a 
major advancement in the development of sri in the twenty-first century. 
Fauconnier and turner argue that the cognitive processes that explain 
metaphor and analogy, mapping aspects from one domain onto another, 
also explain human thinking more generally.63 in the words of edward 
slingerland, conceptual blending is “what we might call ‘second genera-
tion’ cognitive linguistics, which portrays conceptual metaphor as merely 
one form of mapping involving a multiplicity of mental spaces.”64 robert 
von Thaden’s essay in this section, “a cognitive turn: conceptual Blend-
ing within a sociorhetorical Framework,” is a revised chapter from his 
2007 dissertation.65 The dissertation, and subsequent book (published in 
2012), represents “the first full socio-rhetorical study of a new testament 

62. see robbins, Invention of Christian Discourse, xxvii.
63. Gilles Fauconnier and Mark turner, “conceptual integration networks,” Cog-

nitive Science 22 (1998): 133−87, esp. 135; Fauconnier and turner, Way We Think, 141.
64. edward slingerland, What Science Offers the Humanities: Integrating Body and 

Culture (new York: cambridge university press, 2008), 31.
65. robert h. von Thaden, Jr., Sex, Christ, and Embodied Cognition: Paul’s Wisdom 

for Corinth, esec 16 (dorset, uK: deo, 2012), 37–75.SBL P
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text using conceptual blending theory.”66 in this essay, von Thaden pro-
vides what is essentially a primer on blending theory (also called concep-
tual integration theory) and, as such, provides a useful introduction to 
this model of meaning making developed by Fauconnier and turner and 
further interpreted and applied by other scholars (such as seana coul-
son and todd oakley). crucial to understanding blending theory is the 
conceptual integration network that contains multiple “input spaces,” 
aspects of which are selectively projected into the “blended space.” The 
new insights generated by the network are called the network’s emergent 
structure.67 These conceptual networks are often “framed.” a frame is the 
requisite background information necessary for hearers/readers to make 
sense out of a conceptual network. in using blending theory within an sri 
context, von Thaden argues that the six rhetorolects developed by rob-
bins since the 1990s (see the next essay in this section) represent “cultural 
frames” that allow early christ believers to recruit necessary background 
information to make sense of the new, yet familiar, discourse found in 
new testament texts. Von Thaden’s essay thus summarizes the governing 
principles of blending theory and shows interpreters how this means of 
understanding cognition can be fruitfully used within a sociorhetorical 
analytical environment.

The final essay of part 4, Vernon robbins’s “conceptual Blending and 
early christian imagination,” most fully demonstrates how the conceptual 
resources from metaphor and blending theories (as well as those from crit-
ical spatiality theory, discussed in part 3) inform and help to further clarify 
the use of rhetorolects and rhetography (see part 5) within sri.68 situat-
ing his work within a broader field of cognitive science used in biblical 
and early christian studies, robbins argues that “each of the rhetorolects 
emerges in embodied cognition through interaction with specifically 
located contexts that provide picturing based on seeing places and spaces 
through social and cultural experiences.”69 robbins performs three main 

66. robbins, “socio-rhetorical interpretation,” 200. see also Vernon K. rob-
bins, “conceptual Blending and early christian imagination,” in Explaining Christian 
Origins and Early Judaism: Contributions from Cognitive and Social Science, ed. petri 
luomanen, ilkka pyysiäinen, and risto uro, Bibint 89 (leiden: Brill, 2007), 162.

67. see Gilles Fauconnier, “compression and emergent structure,” Language and 
Linguistics 6 (2005): 523–38.

68. robbins, “conceptual Blending and early christian imagination,” 161–95.
69. ibid., 162.SBL P
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tasks with this essay. First, he explicates a view of rhetorolects at the end 
of over a decade of development and refinement. robbins first identified 
six rhetorical dialects in 1996, but, as noted above, new theoretical tools 
have allowed sri to sharpen the focus of this analytical category.70 The 
rhetorolects at the end of the process of development are now: wisdom, 
prophetic, apocalyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly. second, he pres-
ents select examples of each of the six rhetorolects and blending that occurs 
within those examples. in this context, he demonstrates how rhetorolects 
are dynamic, creating new rhetorical possibilities by blending conceptual 
resources evoked by multiple rhetorolects. it is such blending that allowed 
the literature of early christ believers to exhibit such “profound creativity 
in the context of traditional cultures, which are known for their conserva-
tive nature.”71 This essay provides the reader with substantive understand-
ing of how exegesis may proceed in a context where sociorhetorical exege-
sis is especially focused on rhetorolects. it also shows how attentiveness to 
rhetorolects raises questions that invite further exploration. Finally, this 
essay provides a natural bridge into part 5 where there is both discussion 
and display of exegesis that shows the importance of rhetography for sri.

part 5: rhetorolects and rhetography

The scholarly work outlined in the previous two sections on critical spa-
tiality and conceptual blending created a rich atmosphere that led prac-
titioners of sociorhetorical interpretation to begin to reconceive of the 
basic ways texts impact their hearers and readers. if the lived experi-
ences of body and place are represented and conceptualized in texts and 
human cognitive functioning is bound up with embodied sensation in 
space, then the visual-embodied-spatial dimensions of texts and their 
rhetorical force deserve, indeed demand, attention from interpreters. The 
integrative environment for interpretation fostered by the textures of sri 
(inner; inter-; social and cultural; ideological) produced fertile ground for 
moving sri beyond being a helpful analytic to generating new categories 
and tools for analysis itself—rhetorolects and rhetography. The final sec-

70. Vernon K. robbins, “The dialectical nature of early christian discourse,” Scr 
59 (1996): 353–62.

71. robbins, “conceptual Blending and early christian imagination,” 161.SBL P
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tion of this volume depicts both the early development and more mature 
application of rhetography, especially as it relates to rhetorolects in sri.72

robbins launches this enterprise in his “rhetography: a new Way of 
seeing the Familiar text.” after reviewing scholarship on ekphrasis, ico-
nography, signs, and picturing, he describes rhetography as “the graphic 
images people create in their minds as a result of the visual texture of a 
text.”73 classical rhetoricians assumed the typical locations of the three 
species of rhetoric: forensic rhetoric in the courtroom, deliberative rheto-
ric in the political assembly, and epideictic rhetoric in the civil ceremony. 
since early christians focused on spaces outside of these three traditional 
locations of rhetoric especially in their narratives—spaces like the temple 
(priestly rhetorolect), the body (miracle rhetorolect), and the imperial 
household (apocalyptic rhetorolect)—robbins starts a project of pro-
grammatically expanding the traditional locations. This leads to extended 
dialogue with the binary opposition of “radical” and “worldly” rhetoric 
expounded by Kennedy in his book New Testament Interpretation through 
Rhetorical Criticism. robbins displays how each of the rhetorolects blends 
elements of “radical” and “worldly” rhetoric often by means of the image 
of a specific kind of location (e.g., home, kingdom, temple). These new 
places of blended christian discourses generate new rhetorolects, and the 
images and reasonings associated with those places produce new forms of 
persuasion that draw on the three classical species but also create emer-
gent cultural frames that proved to be highly persuasive in the hellenistic-
roman world.

Jeal moves the analysis of rhetography and rhetorolects to the level 
of a topos (rather than a frame) and its function within various textures 
in his article “clothes Make the (Wo)Man.” clothing is an excellent case 

72. For other essays that develop the analysis of rhetography see david a. desilva, 
“seeing Things John’s Way: rhetography and conceptual Blending in revelation 
14:6–13,” BBR 18 (2008): 271–98; terrance callan, “rhetography and rhetology of 
apocalyptic discourse in second peter,” in Reading Second Peter with New Eyes: Meth-
odological Reassessments of the Letter of Second Peter, ed. robert l. Webb and duane 
F. Watson, lnts 382 (new York: t&t clark, 2010), 59–90; and roy r. Jeal, “Blending 
two arts: rhetorical Words, rhetorical pictures and social Formation in the letter to 
philemon,” Sino-Christian Studies 5 (2008): 9–38.

73. as the study and use of rhetography has matured, most practitioners of sri 
have recognized that rhetography may be prompted by the visual texture of a text but 
even more often associated mental images of places, people, and things are prompted 
even by terms and forms of argumentation associated with that rhetorolect.SBL P
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study in the use of rhetography since the impact of the clothed body is 
primarily taken in through the senses but has wide ranging implications 
for understanding the social constructs of identity and status. While the 
topos of clothing was recognized in the hellenistic-roman world, the pau-
line letters present a new rhetographical image of being clothed with a 
person, with christ or a new ἄνθρωπος (Gal 3:27; rom 13:14; col 3:10; 
eph 4:24). clothing has implications for movement and identification, but 
there are also interweavings between body, mind, and clothing related to 
how humans present themselves, how they interact socially, how they are 
empowered morally and politically, and how they produce rhetorical and 
political discourse. in the overall prophetic rhetorolect of Galatians, paul’s 
reference to “putting on christ” has the ideological effect of urging the 
Galatians to take on a new, publicly recognizable identity, and the exhorta-
tion functions similarly in the wisdom rhetorolect of romans. in colos-
sians and ephesians, the image functions more as a call to manifest the 
way of life that is suitable to the new person that the believers have “put 
on.” Jeal’s analysis closes out the volume well in that it touches on many 
of the characteristic features of sri. he focuses on the topos of clothing 
and how it impacts the various textures of the relevant texts, especially 
their social and cultural texture and ideological texture. he examines the 
way that the imagery of clothing (rhetography) works alongside the larger 
arguments where rhetology appears as part of a larger framework of argu-
mentation (rhetorolect). Jeal concludes that the references to clothing in 
the pauline letters deal simultaneously with bodies in space and with the 
ways that the audience cognitively apprehended their new identities and 
lifestyles in christ.

conclusion

The essays in this volume have been collected and presented here for the 
purpose of assisting both the general reader who is curious about sri and 
the highly focused interpreter who is interested in the use of rhetorical, 
intertextual, social and cultural, ideological, pictorial, and sensory infor-
mation in the interpretation of religious texts. some readers may already 
have encountered or read some of the early publications that helped to 
launch sri (Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse or Exploring the Texture 
of Texts). some may have engaged one or more of the essays on sri with 
its rhetoric of religious antiquity emphases (exemplified in Invention 
of Christian Discourse). some others may have read books or essays that SBL P
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have used some aspect of sri in the interpretation of a particular text or 
theme. readers may be familiar with some other form of sociorhetori-
cal interpretation, since by now various forms of it exist in the published 
domain. The aim of this volume is to help readers, interpreters, and schol-
ars along this spectrum to have a more “full-bodied” understanding of 
this interpretive analytic. This collection represents a sample of the many 
streams of insight and influence that have flowed into and out of the larger 
enterprise of sociorhetorical interpretation in the hope of contributing 
to further flourishing of the understanding of religious texts in all their 
diversity and creativity.
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